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comments about how much they 
had learned in the class, but for 
most students the cost seemed too 
high. Clearly, although I adopted 
what I was convinced was a more 
successful pedagogy for my stu­
dents, the learners were so used to 
other approaches that they really 
did not know what I was doing and,. 
more importantly, why I was doing it. 
Today, I realize that this is typical, 
but at the time, I did not know 
about resources (like Felder and 
Brent, 1996) to show me how to stay 
on track. What should I do? 

Getting Student Buy-In 
As the next offering of the course 

approached, I thought aboutwhat 
to do differently. Sure, I could make 
the workload more manageable­
focus more on the learning out­
comes by covering less content, 
assigning more succinct and 
purposeful reading, and giving 
clearer and shorter assignments 
and assessments to provide oppor­
runity for reflection. However, was 
not the real problem that the 
students did not understand why-I 
taught the course in this apparently 
unfamiliar style? 

I planned to start the first day 
with a summary of the research on 
active and 
reflective 
learning. That 
would show 
them that I knew 
something about 
teaching and 
notjust about 
geology and that 
they were really 
taking a "state of 
the art" course. 

We talked about
Why had my evaluation each one, with 

advocates for eachscores gone down while stating their case. 
The two studentsstudent achievement 
who favored 

had gone up? acquisition of 
information 

-------------- revealed that itwas 

Wouldn't they then see that 
everything I was having them do was 
really for their own benefit as 
learners? 
. As I outlined what I would say 

and what graphs! would show, I'" 
could not help but think that I was 
really missing the point. What I was 
planning somehow brought back 
from childhood memory the 
admonition ofmy parents to eat my 
vegetables.Just because it was good 
for me didn't make the food taste 

better; I still didn't like to eat sOme 
things. Wouldn't it be the same for 
the stu.clents? What I needed was a 
way to engage them to see that how I 
taught the course mattered to therri, 
that learning this way helped them 
accomplish goals that were impor­
tant to them. 

The First-Day Questions 
On that anxious August day, I 

greeted the students and after a 
minimum ofpredictable first day 
review of the syllabus, I projected 
this text on the screen: 

"Thinking ofwhatyou want to get 
out ofyour college education and 
this coutse, which of the following is 
mostimportant to you? 

1. Acquiring information (facts, 
pririciples, concepts) 

2. Learning how to use informa­
tion and knowledge in new situa­
tions 

3. Developing lifelong learning 
skills." 

Itwas a gamble-I had no idea 
how they would respond. I encour­
aged them to chatwith their 
neighbors. Then I polled them. 
Two hands went up in support of 
option number 1. Twenty-one 
hands rose in support ofoption 
number 2. The remaining 13 

students selectedthe final option. 

not so much that 
this option seemed most important 
but that it was most basic. They saw 
the list as hierarchical, and al­
tl'lOugh they thought application of 
knowledge was more important 
than memorization, they felt that 
they had to master the factual 
information before they could use 
it. This led to further discussion of 
why learners needed to meet all 
three of these goals, even ifwe each 
held one as being more important 
than the other two. 
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Now I had them where I wanted 
them. I projected a new question on 

Editor's Note: 
The last word in this, the first issue of the Forum for the fall 

the screen:semester, sounds the theme: being prepared. Preparation and being 
"All three of these goals areprepared, like everything else, means not just one·thing, but many. in 

clearly important. However, let's her AD REM column, Marilla Svinicki does what a number of authors 
think for a moment ofhow best toin this issue do: she questions received wisdom and arrives at what 
accomplish these goals. Learning is may be better thinking. Does it always make sense for students to read 
not a spectator sport-it takes work.;

the textbook before coming to lecture? Maybe not, Marilla says; maybe that includes work in the classroom
skimming it would be a better, then reading it later when lecture or and work that you do outside of the
class has framed the outlines of whafs most important. classroom. So, of these three goals,

Ed Nuhfer's DEVELOPER'S DIARY takes yet another view of being which do you think you can make 
prepared. Ed homes in on the quality of" preparation. Almost all faculty headway on outside ofclass by your own 
come to class prepared, as they understand preparation. They know reading and studying, and which do 
their stuff; they've organized what they plan to say. It may be, though, you think would be best achieved in 
that attending more aggressively to what we are discovering about class woikingwith YOUT classmates and 
how today's students learn matters just as much as "knowing your 11'IU" 
stuff." If student learning is the goal of teaching, and if, year after year, The polling was nearly unani­
a faculty member attends to how students learn and shapes. classroom mous that acquiring infoI1llation 
instruction to make the most of how they learn, shouldn't that was the easiest to do alone and that 
increased value find reflection in the pay check? If there's a disconnect the other two goals seemed more 

complicated and would profit frombetween student ratings, student learning, and how the school looks at 
peer and instructor influence. This,faculty performance, perhaps something's out of whack. 
then, led to a discussion ofhow to 

Nuhfer on this point. All the emphasis on leamer-centered classrooms 
Michael Harris and Roxanne Cullen feel much the same as Ed 

pursue goals 2 and 3. These goals 
are not achieved by reading orseems ~xactly right, but it has implications for the college and 
listening to a lecturer-studentsuniversity mission statements seldom realized on paper or in practice, 
must actively do things in order tothey say. Th~y suggest that the syllabus for a leamer-centered course 
learn. Students learn best (Davis,could and should offer a pattern for what the mission statement of a 
1993) when they take an active role: leamer-centered institution ought to look like. 

• When they discuss what theyGiven hoW many aspects of higher education have become mentally 
are readingand socially entrenched, making even obvious improvements 

• When they practice what theysometimes proves difficult. Even if mission statements changed to 
are learningreflect an aggressively leamer-centered campus and a "learning • When they apply practices and

organization," what would it take to actually cause higher levels of ideas.
student leaming success? I ask this because very early in the life of The need for active learning in 
the Forum, I interviewed a faculty member at a college in the east who class in order to reach their goals 

had seen the light on student learning and made radical revisions in 
 leads students to accept that they

how he taught. Instead of straight lecture, he began using all kinds of 

group work, discussion, and problem-based approaches. His students 

hated it, and they hammered him when it came to student evaluations. 

Whether he was a master of the new approaches or not, he was on 
 They were content to 
the way to improved teaching and greater student learning. Sadly, cram the night beforestudents' dissatisfaction counted more with his promotion and tenure 

than what he was trying to accomplish and so, dispirited, he fell back to 
 exams. 
fulfilling students' entrenched expectations, offering straight lectures­

and a few exams. 


But what if students had been prepared in yet another way first? 

What if their entrenched expectations had been directly confronted and 
 have to read and otherwise prepare 

before cOming to class by makingfirstthey'd been led to see that their ability to learn new material would 
contact with content on their own. actually be better served through other approaches? Since student 

This discussion became a seguesatisfaction remains central whatever the mission statement and 
to explaining-how the course wasevaluation system, if student learning is truly important perhaps the 
structured-that it was about theirfirSt lesson needs to be about learning itself. Thafs the approach Gary 
learning and achieving the goalsSmith has begun taking and it seems to be working. Let students see 
that were most important to them.

how they expect to be taught and then show them the path of a better 
Rather than me lecturing over the

way. The better way is the path we all seek. Good luck on this assigned reading and leaving them
semester's journey. - James Rhem 
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to fend for themselves on home­
work, they were going to come to 
class having read, and sometimes 
struggled with, the text. The 
problem-solving that would apply 
the reading content and develop 
logicalhypothesis statements and 
testing would take place in 
class. By completing these 
assignments and the online 
assessments, they would alwayS 
knowwhether they were 
mastering both the content 
knowledge and its application 
and relationship to how 
scientists know about the 
natural world. Moreover, I 
Would be continually reviewing 
their progress, too, working 
with individuals where they 
showed lack ofmastery and going 
back to material when most ofthe 
class showed evidence ofconfusion 
and misconception. 

The Impact 
The results that semester were 

dramatically different. Not only was 
the active classroom fostering better 
learning performance on exams 
and other assignments but also my 
teaching evaluations rose to their 
highest levels. Students actually 
complained if they thought I was 
lecturing too much. I have since 
used the first-clay questions in every 
course I teach and at all levels for 
three years. The strategy has been 
shared with colleagues through 
faculty developmentworkshops and 
I f;requently hear 
baCk about 
their experi­
ences:Some 
use class­
roomre­
sponse 
systems 
(clickers) to 
maintain 
anonymity 
during 
polling. The 
results are 
very consistent 
Students desire 
to accomplish the 
educational goals 
that come from deep learning. One 

The results that semester were dramatically different. 
Not only was the active classroom fostering better 

learning performance on exams and other 
assignments but also my teaching evaluations rose to 

colleague, instructing a course of 
100 students in a non-majors, 
general-education science class, has 
experienced situations where not a 
single student chose acquisition of 
factual knowledge as their prime 
learning oqjective. More impor­

their highest levels. 


tantly, all students prepare at some 
level for most classes. participate 
enthusiastically during in-class 
activities, and complete the assess­
ments while acknowledging, some­
times with a reminder, that these 
learner-centered opportunities 
closely match their own objectives. 

The impact of the first-day 
questions to engage students with 
their learning is further enhanced 
by asking students to, assess their 
preferred learning styles. By 
administering a free, online 
learning style inventory (e.g., 
Felder-Silverman Index ofLearning 
Styles, http://www4.ncsu.edu/ 
unity/lockers/users/f/felder/ 
pubJic/llSpage.html) and spend­
ing a little time in class during the 

early weeks discussing 
the results, students 

commonly encounter 
for the first time that 

(a) they have 
p;u-ticular learning 
style preferences, 
and (b) that 
different people 
learn in different 
ways. This exercise 
enhances the first­
day questions by 
connecting active 
and reflective 
learning strategies in 
the course to the way 

the students learn, and 

it supports the use ofa'diverse 


toolbox oflearning activities hi 
order to assist a diverse group of 
learners to succeed. 

Students may not have much 
experience with active learning or 
expectations placed upon them for 
their lea.rning. The first-day . 

question activity is important for 
getting student buy-in to why active­
learning strategies are used, and to 
the partnership responsibilities of 
instructor and student. Without this 
introductory dialogue, the expecta­
tions ofco~g to class prepared, 
working with peers in class, and 
completing frequent assessments of 
learning may be foreign to students 
and seem like too much work 
compared to listening to lectures 
and regurgitating facts on exams. 
However, once students acknowl­
edge the linkage between their 
goals and the implemented 
learning methods, they have a new 
appreciation forwhy learner- . 
centered instructors do what they 
do and learners come to value these 
methods so long as they are used 
effectively and they can measure 
their own learning. III 
Contact: 

Gary A. Smith 
Office of Support for Effective Teaching 
MSC053400 
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Albuquerque, NM 87131 

Telephone: (505) 277·2348 

E-mail: gsmith@unm.edu 
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